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Interviewer:	Welcome to Open Conversations, an audio series where veterans and family members of the Australian Defence Force share their stories about accessing mental health support. The following audio piece contains discussions of PTSD and drug use, and may distress listeners. For resources or support, head to OPENARMS.GOV.AU, or call on 1-800-011-046.
Kyle:	My name's Kyle. I joined Defence in 2010 as a cavalry crewman. My career in Defence was quite short and sharp. I really got into it straight away. From initial training to IETs down in Victoria, I went to my unit B Squadron 3-4 Cav in Townsville, and the unit that I posted to was next to Deploy. I went from initial training to more core specific, and then straight on to force prep.
	After being in the Defence for 18 months, I was in Afghanistan. I loved being with some of the guys that I started from initial training, I went overseas with as well. We had this strong bond, and like most people's deployment, their experience, there's 98% of the time, we're not really doing a whole lot, or it's doesn't seem like we are, but then there's the 2% where shit hits the fan. Bad things happen, and they're the moments that really change the way that my next few years would play out.
	We experienced a lot of IEDs in our area. We would go out. It was not uncommon to either find some, or even, we would hit some IEDs. My car in front of me, in his time in Afghan, he hit four or five IEDs, and I was the car right behind him, and the car behind me hit two. We were known as the roadrunners. We weren't hit, and I thought, because nothing ever happened to me, I should be okay. However, I did still experience those moments. I think that was my experience in Afghanistan.
	I came home a month earlier for surgery than my actual, like the people that I deployed with. Because I came home earlier, I really struggled, because it was just me that came home on my own, I didn't have my friends, I didn't have the people I deployed with. My integration back into novel, everyday life within Australia, it just wasn't the same as what it should have been. My decompression was sitting and watching a couple of PowerPoints that I didn't watch, and I just said I did, and I just went off back into ordinary life, and hung out with my friends and family.
	It was great, because it was around Christmastime and I just drank a lot. I started drinking quite a lot because it was Christmas. I think that was easy enough to hide my level of drinking, because it was festive and everything. From that, I think that really set the tone for the next year. When everyone came home, and my drinking level was quite high, I was also taking other drugs as well. That just turned into a way for me to cope with what was happening. That just became my new normal: binge-drinking, drug taking.
	After that year that I got home, that was pretty much the worst year of my life. Pretty much from January until, I would think I was diagnosed with PTSD in September, October that year, I just started to spiral down, and drinking, binge-drinking increased, so did my drug taking, risk taking, gambling, sort of started to get into my everyday life. I'd be waking up at two or three in the morning for a number of hours in states of panic. I was having dreams, pretty vivid dreams where I'd be being chased, and mobbed, and killed.
	That just sort of started, with the lack of sleep, that started to raise my anxiety levels throughout the day. I'd be at work, and because I was rehabbing an injury, I wasn't with my normal group of mates as much, and I think that just really took a toll on me as well. I didn't really notice that I was having troubles with my mental health. I didn't know what was happening, to be honest, I didn't know much about mental health. I just thought it was living it day to day, and I thought this was normal, but it wasn't until I started to really spiral, things got worse.
	My day to day, during the day, I would be having more regular panic attacks. These panic attacks came when I was driving my car, because that's kind of what I was doing in Afghanistan, where I really noticed a lot of the trauma, and witnessed the traumatic events was when I was driving. That was a key trigger for me. Once I started to have these increased panic attacks, I would be crying throughout the day, and I just had no idea why.
	That went on for close to 12 months, and I didn't tell anyone. Even my best friend at the time I was living with. I think he was struggling too, but we never said anything to each other. We just drank and drank our problems away, or tried to, at least. The stigma of mental health there was, at that stage, at my unit, I thought that it was pretty bad, and it was roughly 10 years ago. I don't know if it's gotten better or not.
	I feel like it is, because it's more of a part of a conversation, but that was the hard part, because I didn't say anything, and it was [inaudible 00:06:26], I was able to manage through it, but I was just getting worse and worse. The final straw was for me having a final panic attack where I thought I was going to die, and that was kind of it. That was me reaching out for help after that.
	Once I put my hand up, I rang the base's psych unit to try and go in and see someone, but there was a two-month wait on base to see a psych on base. They referred me to VBCS, which is now Open Arms, and I saw someone within a week or two, someone out the community, so an outreach program counselor. That was the best thing that happened to me in that time. I was still pretty fresh. Even though I wasn't diagnosed yet, I still was suffering from PTSD, but it had been less than a year.
	You see some people that have been struggling for years and years, decades, even, without seeking any help, and how terrible that would be. I saw someone within that year, and I felt like that is what really helped me speed up my recovering. Once I was referred to the counselor outside in the community, I was seeing her weekly. Sometimes, I would be seen even two times a week at the beginning there. Even though it was really hard, I really struggled, each session I didn't look forward to, because during those sessions, I'd be reduced to tears.
	I'd be reliving a lot of these traumatic events, but little did I know, that hard work that I put in early would set me up years down the track. I felt like I was able to deal with it then in that space, and I dealt with the crux of it. I felt like I really attacked it during that time. Those would've been months while I was still in Townsville before my transition. During those few months helped me so much later on. I didn't know at the time, because it was really hard.
	Just going through it and talking about it, and after each session, I was fatigued, I was just beaten, but slowly but surely, I felt better with discussing it and talking about it, to a point where it wasn't as affecting me as much, so I could really start. Then I was also on medication after my diagnosis, and that helped. I was able to talk about things openly, without being affected as much as I was, and that just continued over time. That really helped.
	After seeing them for a number of months, that was perfect. After I got my transition date, I moved back down to Brisbane, and they organized a counselor, psychologist for me to see in Brisbane as well. That level of care, for me, transitioning, I didn't really have to do much. I was just told a date and time and place to go to, and that level of care just, it followed me down to Brisbane. I had a great counselor at Open Arms, and I moved back down to Brisbane. I saw him for a number of sessions, and that really helped me at that point.
	Then I had couples counseling to help me with, help my then partner understand PTSD a little bit more, because it was quite new for her. I had an amazing counselor here at Open Arms help me with that, trying to educate my partner on what was happening with me, and things that... Just giving an explanation on why certain things make me angry, why I'm so anxious. It just helped me... It's a tough conversation to have just on my own.
	My counselor then was able to articulate what was happening with me, with me and my partner. What that did is it opened up the line of communication for us. We were able to live our day-to-day life, and have a better understanding of what was happening with me, and how we can best navigate having a mental diagnosis at home. I think it was the couples counselor that really helped this relationship go through those tough times.
	Even though I was getting all the correspondence from Open Arms during my recovery journey, I was still really scared to do the programs, I think because I was really worried about being vulnerable in front of other people at that stage. I was still okay with it within myself and my friendship groups, but the thought about being vulnerable in front of a group of veterans at that, I was really worried about that.
	I think that was just relates back to the stigma that was around at my unit at the time. So I didn't, but it was honestly to my own detriment because I know I having seen in, and sat, and co-facilitated some of the programs that Open Arms deliver, I know how great they are, and I know how much they would've helped me back then, but it was me being worried for no reason, and just the thought of seeing someone else that I might've known and then being judged upon that, I didn't do it. I didn't join in.
	The programs that Open Arms deliver and having sat and co-facilitated, they're fantastic. It's a really safe environment, and everybody's able to share as little or as much as they like in a safe space, and know that they're going to be supported. The programs, there's quite a number for a lot of the ranging diagnoses and problems that military members and their families have, but it's mental health, and dealing with these, and having resilience, and understanding your triggers. It's all a muscle.
	You have to keep doing it in different formats. One format could be an Open Arms group, one could be a podcast, one... All these things put together and you working at it day to day, that's when you really start to see a difference. It's not doing one thing once a month, or once every six months, and thinking that that is just going to be suitable. You actually have to be tenacious, just being able to practice these things, day in, day out, and they're not easy things to practice, but what's the opposite is feeling terrible, struggling with your mental health.
	If nothing changes, nothing changes, and you actually have to put the hard work in to feel better. I've got the canary in the coal mine. I can really sort of know my triggers a little bit better now. Having sort of gone through them and lived through them, I am able to just know when I'm starting to become unwell. My sleep gets affected. I'm short, I'm angry, I'm anxious, waking up during the night, and there are a number of these things, and becoming withdrawn. These are the things that I sort of recognized, and that started to happen again.
	I reached out to the 10-800 number, just with what was happening to me, and just to get a better understanding. Through that support call, I was then linked in with another counselor. Things that I'm doing regularly are exercise: exercise, eating right, and sleep. Sleep is the tide that rises all boats, so if you're not getting a sleep, you're going to be affecting your mental health, physical health.
	I really focus on trying to get as much sleep as possible, and that's reducing alcohol around certain times, but these are the things that sort of help it. It's also exercise. I exercise a number of days a week. I catch up with friends. I'm having a social connection, but also getting out in nature, and doing some solo hikes. I love... It's something so therapeutic about just being out in nature... Yeah, it's like a counseling session for me.
	Along with eating, getting as much sleep, and exercising, it's also, it's practicing what I preach as a peer. It's talking about it as well. I see my counselor at least once a month, but it's having an open dialogue with my wife as well. My wife is able to sort of pick it up when I'm starting to feel unwell or starting to slip as well. I feel like she knows before I do. We have a very open dialogue about how I'm feeling, how she's feeling, and things that we can go through.
	Don't suffer in silence. The worst thing that you can do, because a problem shared is a problem halved, and if you've got your partner in with you in your corner, that goes a long way. I see a psychologist once a month. I found that's really good. Sometimes I can increase that. I can increase the frequency of those sessions, if need be, but I find a month sessions are really good. I think it's so important to be able to talk to someone, even if I'm feeling okay, like I'm having a couple of good months, and just sort of talking through those things, and talking to someone.
	It's a muscle. You've got to work that skill of talking about your problems and articulating it. If you're able to voice and articulate what's happening internally, physically, and also mentally, if you can tell someone what is happening and that you're struggling, you can get the level of care that you need for that. What's great working as a peer is you get to see all the services involved. I'm able to jump in and co-facilitate some programs. But that's the great part about Open Arms is you can have a counselor, you can have a peer, and you can also have a complex case coordinator.
	With this wraparound service, you're able to work on your mental health. Everyone's so individual and so different, and that's what the beauty of peer support is. It's really focused about what they need at that time, and it's no judgment whatsoever. You're getting someone that's been there and done that. I think there is a lot out there for veterans. Sometimes, it can be overwhelming and maybe feel like there is too much out there, but as with a peer support worker, we know what's out there, and we know how to help. All we need to do is find out, what is a goal that you want to work on? What do you want to achieve in the short term, long term?
	We can set you up with the right people, refer you to the right organizations to help that and achieve that. If there are people there that are considering making change, and are sick of feeling tired, anxious, and sad, angry, you don't have to live like that. As soon as you say that you're not feeling okay, which is totally fine, you can talk to other people about it. All it takes for you is just to say, "Hey, I need some help." Then you'll be surprised with how many amazing people put their hands up to help you.
Interviewer:	Thanks to Kyle for sharing his story for us. If this episode raises questions for you, or if you would like to speak to someone about how it impacts you, you can contact Open Arms in Australia, on 1-800-011-046. Details about Open Arms and support services are available in the show notes and on the website.
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